SOMERSET MAUGHAM IS A SINGULAR FIGURE in twentieth-century English literature. The length of his literary career alone makes him a special case. His first fiction was the critically praised naturalist novel of London slum life, Liza of Lambeth, which was published in 1897, when Maugham was 23 and completing his medical training at London's St Thomas's Hospital. His last notable publication, the memoir Looking Back, came sixty-five years later, in 1962, when Maugham was 88. When Maugham's first novel was published, Robert Louis Stevenson had only recently died and Henry James had yet to make the transition to his famous late phase, and when Looking Back appeared in 1962, Iris Murdoch and Doris Lessing were already established names in English literature and Angela Carter, whose career was fostered by a travel award for British writers that Maugham founded and funded, was about to begin her own foreshortened literary life. Looking Back was published in serial form in Britain in the magazine Show, and although the work was originally planned to be published as a book following its serial appearance, both Maugham's British and his American publishers refused to follow through with the plan because of the work's bitter and scandalous accusations regarding Maugham's wife and daughter and the resulting damage they feared the work would do (and ultimately did do) to the reputation of a writer who for many years was their firms' most valuable asset. For, in addition to being a notably long-lived and productive writer, Maugham was also a remarkably successful writer commercially, earning close to $40 million in royalties over the course of his extended career, easily
The intellectual, critical, and scholarly regard for Maugham in the United States and Great Britain has changed little in the fifty years since his death. Vidal stated flatly that 'Maugham has no reputation at all in North American academe', while Philip Holden, a scholar from Singapore, in his 1996 postcolonialist analysis of Maugham's 'exotic' fiction, observed that 'Maugham's writings are not, and have never been, part of the English literature canon at British and North American universities '. 6 It is interesting to trace the development of the widening gulf between Maugham's critical reputation and his popular fame and success. Liza of Lambeth had small success commercially, but was generally well regarded critically. What followed was a series of novels over a period of a decade that were on the whole unsuccessful both critically and commercially and that Maugham himself in later years felt to be mediocre and immature. 7 The breakthrough for Maugham both artistically and psychologically came with the publication of Of Human Bondage in 1915, when he was 41. But that sombre and gloomy novel, which was generally well received critically, did not sell well in the midst of the war effort, and it was not until the 1919 publication of The Moon and Sixpence, twenty-two years after his first novel appeared, that Maugham published a novel that was a decided commercial success. 8 The next twenty-five years, culminating with the publication of The Razor's Edge, is the period for which Maugham will most likely be remembered, if he is to be remembered. These are the years in which he published most of his well-known stories and major novels, along with several highly regarded and still quite readable and interesting travel books and memoirs, not to mention a series of long-running and surprisingly progressive and politically engaged stage plays, the medium in which Maugham first had his great success and earned a fortune, beginning with Lady Frederick in 1912.
It was during this period of the 1920s to the 1940s that Maugham's work received its closest critical attention, generally in the form of review articles. The general tone of these articles is positive, but with significant hesitations and qualifications. Vidal knowingly asked of Maugham as a critical subject: 'Why is it that just as one places, with the right hand, the laurel wreath upon his brow, one's left hand starts to defoliate the victor's crown?' Vidal's summary response is that Maugham's 'native gifts for narrative were of a very high order' but that 'careerism … kept him from ever saying all that he knew', thus implying that Maugham's work is hypocritical in its professional surface appeal, without personal inner honesty. This criticism of Maugham, that he avoids the 'depths' of human emotion and psychology, including his own, is a running theme in reviews of his work and life. Lionel Trilling commented that Maugham 'does not undertake to engage our deeper feelings or to communicate anything new about the nature of human existence … Maugham does not sound our depths or invite us to sound his, and quite possibly he has no depths to be sounded'. 9 Writing in 1934, Louis Kronenberger likewise remarked of Maugham's 'worldly' stories that they 'uncover nothing for the reader, release nothing in him … And this seems all the more strange when one considers how much drama and suspense Maugham has put into such stories, until one realizes how much emotion, how much intimate reality he has left out'. 10 In a review of Maugham's 1937 novel Theatre, Elizabeth Bowen remarked: 'Mr. Maugham anatomizes emotions without emotion; he handles without pity a world where he finds no pity. His disabused clearness and hardness do, it is true, diminish any subject a little. If great art has to have an inherent kindness, his is not great art '. 11 And in a perceptive introduction to a 1966 selection of Maugham's stories, Angus Wilson noted that Maugham as author is 'a master of irony and compassion, but [is] cut … off from the more fundamental sources of love and passion'. 12 The gist of the criticism of Maugham's fiction, that it lacks psychological and emotional profundity, is remarkably consistent throughout the decades.
Maugham was exasperated at the continual critical condescension to and dismissal of his work, noting in his 1938 autobiography The Summing Up: 'In my twenties the critics said I was brutal, in my thirties they said I was flippant, in my forties they said I was cynical, in my fifties they said I was competent, and now in my sixties they say I am superficial. I have gone my way, following the course I had mapped out for myself, and trying with my works to fill out the pattern I looked for.' 13 The pattern Maugham was looking for was made evident and appealing to a vast public that held him in almost worshipful esteem, but was unappreciated and even unrecognised by the majority of the literary intelligentsia. Glenway Wescott, one of Maugham's closest confidants in later life among the younger generation of writers, archly noted of the old master that he was much 'beloved by unliterary, unofficial, 9 Lionel Trilling, Experience of Literature (New York 1969) pp. 89-90. 10 unacademic humanity, the mahatma of middlebrow culture'. 14 Since it is pertinent to the argument of this essay, I will confess that my own critical recognition of Maugham's value and appeal came late and was revealed to me in part by the non-traditional students to whom I was teaching him in a course on British modernism in the night school at my university. To these older students, with an average age of about 30, most of whom had full-time jobs and many with families to support, earning a university education -particularly one in so unlucrative a field as English literature -required both sacrifice and commitment, and they were suspicious of and impatient with literature that didn't speak to life as they knew it. In the British modernism night class, they responded respectfully to Virginia Woolf 's psychological impressionism, with bewildered amusement to Ronald Firbank's carnivalesque fantasising, and with attentive tolerance to D. H. Lawrence's psychosexual evangelism. But to Maugham's ethically earnest realism -I was teaching The Razor's Edge -they responded with surprising enthusiasm. This writer, they seemed to feel, was speaking to their lives and to the world as they knew it. The student who most prompted me to reconsider Maugham as a writer to be reckoned with was a quiet, intelligent, and serious man in his mid-twenties who had just returned from several tours of duty in Iraq and who was taking advantage of the new GI Bill to gain a college education. He rarely spoke in class discussions, but after the course was over he told me in private how much he had appreciated Maugham's novel and its wisdom regarding life and life's choices.
What that student and many others on my courses then and since have responded to appreciatively in Maugham is what I have described as his ethical earnestness. For, in The Razor's Edge and others of his best works, Maugham is asking the very practical and urgent question, 'How should we live our lives?' And he addresses this question in a didactic, ethical manner that sets his work apart decidedly and tellingly from that of the authors who were his modernist peers. Maugham's ethical earnestness was evident in his 1938 autobiography, in which he contended that art's only importance is that it should give us here and now the aesthetic thrill and that this aesthetic thrill should move us to works … The work of art must be judged by its fruits, and if these are not good it is valueless … For art, if it is to be reckoned as one of the great values of life, must teach men humility, tolerance, wisdom and magnanimity. The value of art is not beauty, but right action.
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14 Quoted in Hastings, Secret Lives, p. 395. 15 The Summing Up, p. 303.
The practical philosophy and ethical earnestness made evident in this passage are sentiments much out of sympathy with the aesthetic, ontological, and psychological concerns of modernism. Surveying the psychological depths of individual human nature and expressing the emotional complexity of individual human experience through aesthetic experimentation in form and content is the collective cultural project of modernists such as the later Henry James, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, William Faulkner, Edith Sitwell, and T. S. Eliot. In their pursuit of ontological veracity and psychological profundity, the modernists eschewed all commitment to the social-minded moralising of the Victorian prophets and sages, and in their commitment to formal experimentation they knowingly and high-mindedly sacrificed their appeal to the common reader.
Maugham, by contrast, enhanced his appeal to the common reader as his career progressed and his melodramatic and ethically earnest narrative art matured. And yet he was also opposed to social moralising in the patriarchal Victorian manner. Liza of Lambeth is as remarkable for the withholding of moral judgement by its 23-year-old author as it is for its observational acuity and deep sense of compassion. But Maugham makes no attempt to psychoanalyse his youthful heroine's emotions and behaviour; rather, he is entirely focused upon vividly and convincingly dramatising her unfortunate situation. In devoting himself to an ethically earnest and socially progressive rendering of reality that could appeal to a wide audience, Maugham de-emphasised the individual in his or her psychological complexity and existential profundity, choosing to focus rather upon individuals within their given nature (which he entertainingly caricatured as types and stereotypes) in circumstances in which they are forced or choose to act in accordance with or against their natural inclinations. In the terms of modernist aesthetics that favoured the increasing enhancement of the individual as psychological subject matter and political cause, Maugham's treatment of individuals as fated typological characters operating within the narrow boundaries of necessity was an offence against the highbrow literary taste of the age that could not be forgiven, and it is this offence that has prevented literary criticism and scholarship from recognising and appreciating the legitimate and significant achievement of Maugham in filling out the ethically committed pattern he looked for in his work, and of inspiring and reassuring his readers in the process with regard to the potential for ethical action in and enhancement of their lives.
In an introduction to one of Maugham's more sensational stories, 'The Book-Bag', in which a sister in an incestuous adult relationship with her brother kills herself rather than submit to living in a household run by his unwitting young bride, Christopher Isherwood remarked that he found the story, and Maugham's fiction in general, 'strangely reassuring … And that is how Life is, Maugham seems to say -one survives somehow, and it is, after all, not quite as bad as one might have expected. To borrow one of those double negatives of which the Master is so fond -I am not disinclined to agree with'. 16 What is reassuring and remarkable in 'The Book-Bag', as in all of Maugham's most accomplished fiction, is the withholding of moralising judgement within an absolute acceptance of necessity. By means of his acceptance of fated circumstance and of the vagaries of individual human nature, Maugham is able to isolate and focus upon, in a clinical, diagnostician's manner, situations in which individuals are made unnecessarily unhappy and unfulfilled by their own and others' ungenerous actions and prejudice. In a perceptive 1930 review article, Leslie Marchand observed that Maugham's clinical approach, 'dispassionate and unemotionalized even when opening the way for pity … serves his general purpose of stripping life to the bone with a thin, sharp knife that lays open to view the normal flesh and the healthy flow of blood as well as the cancerous sore beneath'. 17 It is as a diagnostician of human social ills in particular that Maugham excelled in his fiction, and his narrative approach is ethically exemplary in its refusal to flinch in the face of human folly and in its didactic argument that, although we cannot choose our individual natures or necessary circumstances, we can choose to act in such a manner individually and collectively as to lessen human misery and oppression and to create a social context that will further enable individuals to thrive in their various natures. Maugham's narrative gift is indeed of a high order, as even his harshest critics have generally admitted, and his superbly crafted best stories and novels may be read repeatedly with pleasure. But it is the reassuring ethical earnestness of his fiction, the implicit assertion that, although we live in an age of changing and confused values, there are basic natural ethical fundamentals we can be assured of that made his fiction so highly prized by the common reader in his own time and continues to appeal to common readers today.
The distinctive combination in Maugham's work of a metaphysical determinism with a social-political progressivism was inspired at least in part by his appreciative reading of the philosophy of Baruch Spinoza, a philosophy with which he was in temperamental and rational sympathy. In The Summing Up, Maugham remarked: 'I look upon my first reading of Spinoza as one of the signal experiences of my life. It filled me with just that feeling of majesty and exulting power that one has at the sight of a great mountain range.' 18 Spinoza in his philosophy distinguished between a naturalistic individualist 16 Critical Heritage, pp. 445-6. 17 Ibid., p. 191. 18 The Summing Up, p. 240. ethics and social morality. A naturalistic individualist ethics takes as its subject matter not what humans should be in an ideal moral valuation, but what they are in their innate individual natures. The good in Spinoza's system is that which allows an individual to thrive in his or her individual nature, while the bad is that which prohibits and opposes such thriving. We can inhibit our own thriving if we allow one part of our nature to dominate unduly the rest of the self, which is to place ourselves in 'bondage' to that part of our nature that is dictating our behaviour and emotion. In Of Human Bondage, the title of which is borrowed from Spinoza's Ethics, Maugham gives an exhaustive psycho-social case-study and anatomisation of an individual in bondage to a psychosexual element in his nature that is allowed to make the organism as a whole miserable. In Spinoza's system, misery, pain, and melancholy are 'sad passions' that bespeak a psycho-biological unbalance and illness in the individual organism, while happiness, pleasure, and joy are symptomatic of an organism that is healthy and thriving in its individual nature. In A Writer's Notebook Maugham opined, 'I wonder when Christianity will have sufficiently decayed for the fact to be driven out of men's heads that pleasure is not hurtful nor pain beneficial'; he then further muses in a Spinozan vein: 'Man's duty is to exercise all his functions, permitting none to overbear the others. When between man and man there are innumerable differences how can there be a common system of morality?'
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The answer to this question for Maugham, as for Spinoza, is that any social system of morality is expressive of a particular society's prejudice in favour of one mode of living and related social organisation over others -say monogamy over polygamy -which is ultimately an arbitrary (if historically traceable and explainable) matter of collective social taste. For the individual, however, it is his or her natural inclination that is the criterion of judgement as to good and bad. As Spinoza wrote: 'We do not desire anything because we judge it to be good, but … on the contrary we call it "good" because we desire it, and … consequently we call "bad" that to which we are averse.' 20 The most desirable and laudable social system, according to this Spinozan way of thinking, is that which progressively allows the widest latitude for individuals' expression and the fulfilment of their various best natures, and it is a liberal society that Maugham's ethically earnest didactic fiction seeks to advance.
For Maugham, Spinoza's systematic separation of a naturalistic individualist ethics from collective social morality had an urgent practical significance, as his own homosexual inclination was forbidden free expression, in life as in art, by the moral conventions and legal structure of the society in which he lived. As Meyers noted, 'Homosexuality had been a crime in England from the time Maugham was eleven years old and remained so until two years after his death.' 21 There are recognisable homosexual characters and circumstances in Maugham's fiction, but for the most part he avoided this, for him, most personal of topics, about which the censorship laws and general prejudice among his readership would not in any case have allowed him to be explicit. But Maugham's work does make a serious argument in favour of the freedom of individual sexual expression in novels, stories, and plays dealing with the sexual oppression of women by the matrimonial laws of property and moralistic conventions of propriety. Vidal observed: 'Before D. H. Lawrence, Dr. Maugham (obstetrician) knew that women, given a fraction of a chance, liked sex as much as men did. When he said so, he was called a misogynist.' Far from being misogynistic, Maugham, in both fiction and drama, made the most significant and sustained case in early twentieth-century English literature for women's freedom of sexual expression. When we read this work with Maugham's homosexuality and his progressive politics in mind, we readily detect an allegorical argument in favour of the freedom of sexual expression in general.
In two of his most accomplished novels written in mid-career -The Painted Veil (1925) and The Narrow Corner (1932) -Maugham makes a vigorous case for women's freedom of sexual expression, arguing implicitly that it is a matter that concerns all of society. In The Narrow Corner, a beautiful young European woman, Louise Frith, who has been born and raised in a remote colonial outpost island in Southeast Asia, finds herself in the middle of a tragedy when her older fiancé, Erik, who idolises her and whom she has promised her dying mother that she will marry when she comes of age, commits suicide after discovering that she has had a one-night-stand with a handsome young traveller of her own age named Fred Blake, who is staying for a few days on the island. Near the novel's conclusion, Louise has a conversation with the novel's central figure, Dr Saunders, an authorial stand-in from whose general viewpoint the story is being told, in which she tells the doctor that, although she is 'very unhappy' about Erik's suicide, she does not 'grieve' for her dead fiancé:
The doctor looked at her with surprise. 'Ah' … 'If he'd loved me he might have killed me or he might have forgiven me. Don't you think it's rather stupid the importance men, white men at least, attach to the act of the flesh? … I tell you he didn't love me. He loved his ideal. … What right have people to make an image after their own heart and force it on you and be angry if it doesn't fit you? … And Fred in his way was the same. When he lay by my side that night he said he'd like to stay here always on the island, and marry me and cultivate the plantation, and I don't know what else. He made a picture of his life and I was to fit into it. He wanted, too, to imprison me in his dream. … All that's happened is terrible and my heart is heavy, but at the back of my mind I know that it's given me freedom'.
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Playing even more against the stereotype of the fallen woman, Louise insists to the doctor that, following the tryst with Fred, which seems to have been her first full sexual encounter, she did not feel at all sordid and remorseful, the victim of her bodily desires: 'I felt contented and free. … I didn't really care if I never saw him again. … I don't suppose you'll know what I mean, but I felt that my soul was a little light-headed.' The doctor, who is tolerant, unconventional, and seemingly homosexual, with a philosophical and speculative temperament, almost certainly does know what Louise means. For she has discovered the truth of the Wildean dictum that 'nothing can cure the soul but the senses, just as nothing can cure the senses but the soul'. 23 Louise's promise to marry Erik, a man she was very fond of but didn't love, and whom she believed to have been in love with her dead mother rather than herself, had made her feel negatively fated and soul-sick. Her physical sexual release with Fred not only soothed her soul, but ironically freed her from the bondage of her forced marriage commitment. In Maugham's socially engaged fiction and drama, the strictures of conventional marriage are quite frequently treated as forms of social and emotional bondage that prevent individuals' self-expression and the fulfilment of their naturally inclined best selves.
In The Painted Veil, a beautiful and vivacious young woman in London, Kitty Garstin, marries a colonial doctor from Hong Kong who is home on leave, Walter Fane, out of desperation that her youth is fast passing and with it her ability to marry well and escape the upper-middle-class home where her social-climbing mother tyrannises over the family. The marriage quickly proves unsuccessful as Kitty finds that she is physically repulsed by 22 The Narrow Corner (1932) pp. 274-5. 23 Oscar Wilde, Complete Works (London 1966) p. 30.
Walter, who is sexually infantile and inhibited. Bored and unhappy in the stuffy Hong Kong colonial society, she proves easy prey to a handsome middle-aged married-with-family colonial officer, Charlie Townsend, who is an experienced and adept adulterer, and who awakens within her a pleasurable and playful sexual self hitherto dormant in her nature. When Walter discovers the affair, he forces Kitty to choose between divorce, which would effectively maroon her in Hong Kong with neither income nor social position, and accompanying him to an interior Chinese city where he is going to battle a cholera epidemic that is killing its citizens in droves. Although she is terrified of the illness, her circumstances give her little choice, and she journeys to the epidemic city with her husband, who makes no secret of the fact that he now despises her. Once at the city, she discovers that she is pregnant, and although she realises that her husband, who loves children, will forgive her for the affair if he believes the child is his, she is uncertain of its paternity and is unwilling to lie about her uncertainty. She feels that her entire life to this point has been plagued by her willingness to make convenient and opportunistic choices and that her only hope for future individual happiness and fulfilment is to be completely honest with herself and others, although such a decision necessarily means doom for her marriage with Walter:
She had an instinct to throw herself on the mercy of his humor. After all they had gone through, when they were living amid these scenes of horror and desolation, it seemed inept to attach importance to the ridiculous act of fornication. … She had a moment's irritation at his stupidity. Surely what troubled him most was the wound to his vanity: she vaguely realized that this is the hardest of all wounds to heal. It was singular that men attached so much importance to their wives' faithfulness; when first she had gone with Charlie she had expected to feel quite different, a changed woman; but she had seemed to herself exactly the same, she had experienced only well-being and a greater vitality. 24 Like Louise Frith and other sexually expressive characters throughout Maugham's fiction, Kitty has discovered the essential life-affirming nature of sexuality when it is experienced as generosity and existential connection, apart from the moral strictures of propriety and repression, and the social structures of property and possession. Walter eventually succumbs to the epidemic he has been fighting and Kitty receives news that her mother in London also has died, the result being that she returns to London to keep house for her father and to raise the expected child. The novel concludes with Kitty's expressing to her long-suffering father, for whom she has a newfound sympathy, her hopes for her future child, which she wants to be a girl:
I want a girl because I want to bring her up so that she shan't make the mistakes I've made. When I look back upon the girl I was I hate myself. But I never had a chance … I'm not going to bring a child into the world, and love her, and bring her up, just so that some man may want to sleep with her so much that he's willing to provide her with board and lodging for the rest of her life. … I want her to be fearless and frank. I want her to be a person, independent of others because she is possessed of herself, and I want her to take life like a free man and make a better job of it than I have. Although his own marriage, into which he felt he had been trapped and which he assented to chiefly to legitimise his daughter and to protect his own social position, was a very unhappy experience, Maugham as author tended in his portrayals of marriage to emphasise the woman's viewpoint and the greater vulnerability of her position in the conventional marriage arrangement. In a perceptive essay, Angus Wilson contended that Maugham had 'an extraordinary sense of the hidden loneliness in others … It is …with exiles that his place lay and about whom he wrote most feelingly.' 27 There are many forms of loneliness and exile, and being constrained within the boundaries of an unhappy marriage is surely one of the most debilitating and defeating. In several of his major plays, such as East of Suez, Caesar's Wife, and The Circle; in many of his best stories, such as 'Virtue' and 'P. & O.'; and in novels such as The Painted Veil and The Narrow Corner, Maugham examined the damaging effects of conventional marriage relations on well-meaning but mismatched individuals. Read together, these 25 Ibid., p. 175. 26 Hastings, Secret Lives, p. 247. 27 Wilson, A Maugham Twelve, p. 110. works serve as a remarkably counter-conventional critique of marriage itself as a social institution. In 'The Soul of Man Under Socialism', Oscar Wilde predicted that 'With the abolition of private property, marriage in its present form must disappear', 28 highlighting the relationship between marriage as a social preference and the laws of private property. One wonders whether Wilde and Maugham, both of whom were severe critics of the propriety and proprietorship of marriage, would feel that the current push for gay marriage is wrongheaded and that we should rather be reconsidering the institution of marriage in general as a social preference. In any case, the work of both authors argues implicitly and explicitly that we consider marriage as a social preference and not as a natural fact, distinguishing the individual and collective sexual desires of our various human natures from social convention and stricture; and for both authors, of course, this distinction had a personal urgency, as their own self-acceptance and happiness depended upon their separating social morality from individualist ethics.
Of Human Bondage marked Maugham's transition into acceptance of his homosexual nature, and his decision to live his life in such as manner as to allow that nature full expression. Maugham remarked of the novel, 'The book did for me what I wanted, and when it was issued to the world (a world in the throes of a terrible war and too much concerned with its own sufferings to bother with the adventures of a creature of fiction) I found myself free forever from those pains and unhappy recollections. I put into it everything I then knew and having at last finished it prepared to make a fresh start.' 29 Meyers, in his well-researched biography, contended that the novel's disastrous love affair between Philip and Mildred is based upon Maugham's now well-documented early-life homosexual love-affair with Harry Philips, and argues that 'The sexual transformation of Harry Philips into Mildred shows that Philip Carey's constant need for humiliation and degradation was based on Maugham's homosexual desires and masochistic need to increase his pleasure by punishing himself for it.'
30 The interpretation seems biographically and psychologically plausible, particularly when one notes that, following the novel's publication, Maugham wholly abandoned his heterosexual love-affairs in favour of homosexual ones. If the novel does indeed mark (and perhaps enabled) Maugham's psychological acceptance of his homosexual nature, then it is instructive to note that it also exhibits a psychological depth-model approach to fictive characterisation that Maugham would not repeat. acceptance of his homosexuality in all of its complexity and difficulty, and that crossing that key psychological threshold enabled him to embark on his career as an ethically earnest story-teller who attempted through the parables of his didactic fiction to instruct others in the acceptance of their individual natures and to condemn a society that causes unnecessary human misery through its oppression and suppression of joyful individual desire.
In embarking on this career of ethically earnest instruction through fiction, Maugham was following the exhortation of Spinoza, who remarked in the Ethics that 'each person can give no greater display of the power of his skill and ingenuity than in educating men in such a way that they finally live in accordance with their own rule of reason'. 31 According to Spinoza's naturalist ethics, each individual nature will have its own individual rule of reason that is based upon the person's temperamental inclinations, so that it is only natural that what is a reasonable action and mode of life for one person may be unreasonable, and even unthinkable, for another. Allowing and enabling such diverse natures to live together peacefully within a liberal society is the political goal of Spinoza's naturalist ethics. In her compelling biography of Maugham, Hastings remarked that '[Oscar] Wilde's declared belief that "It is not for anyone to censure what anyone else does, and everyone should go his own way, to whatever place he chooses, in exactly the way that he chooses" was one to which Maugham wholeheartedly subscribed and that he constantly returned to in his work.' 32 Like Maugham, Wilde was influenced in his naturalist ethics by his sympathetic reading of Spinoza. Maugham's debt to Wilde as a dramatist has been long remarked, but that he shared Wilde's ethical earnestness and hatred of narrow-minded and prejudicial social moralising and stricture is equally obvious when one reads his work in the light of both Spinozan ethics and contemporary socialsexual convention.
Roughly concurrent with the finishing and publication of Of Human Bondage, two other major life events marked Maugham's transition to aesthetic and ethical maturity as a fiction writer. One was the beginning of his long-term relationship with the American expatriate Gerald Haxton, eighteen years Maugham's junior, whom Maugham met while serving as a medic in the opening months of the First World War. All of Maugham's mature and major fiction (Of Human Bondage aside), was written in the thirtyyear period during which his relationship with Haxton lasted -until Haxton's death in 1944. The other major life-changing event was Maugham's voyage 31 Ethics, p. 282. 32 Hastings, Secret Lives, p. 124.
to the South Seas with Haxton in 1916, which was the first of several ambitious non-European travel adventures that they would take together. For Maugham, these voyages to far different places with strange peoples and customs were transformative both ethically and aesthetically. In The Summing Up, he recalled,
[it] never occurred to me that my new experiences were having an effect on me, and it was not till long afterwards that I saw how they had formed my character … I had sloughed the arrogance of culture. My mood was complete acceptance. I asked from nobody more than he could give me. I had learnt toleration. I was pleased with the goodness of my fellows; I was not distressed by their badness. I had acquired independence of spirit. I had learnt to go my own way without bothering with what others thought about it. I demanded freedom for myself and I was prepared to give freedom to others.
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Through his travels Maugham learned to put the precepts of Spinoza's Ethics -acceptance of one's own nature and necessary circumstances and tolerance of those of others -into practical action and effect in his own life and experience, and the evidence of this may be found in the manner and argument of his subsequent mature and ethically earnest fiction.
His travels also confirmed Maugham in his typological approach to the characterisation of human nature in his fiction, an approach he would adopt in all of his further fiction in lieu of the psychological depth-model anatomisation of Of Human Bondage. Of the many and various characters he met along the way on his far-flung journeys, Maugham remarked that they tended to fall into recognisable typological groups:
One reads that no one exactly resembles anyone else, and that every man is unique, and in a way this is true, but it is a truth easy to exaggerate: in practice men are very much alike. They are divided into comparatively few types. The same circumstances mould them in the same way. Certain characteristics infer [sic] certain others. You can, like the palaeontologist, reconstruct the animal from a single bone. The 'characters' which have been a popular form of letters since Theophrastus, and the 'humours' of the seventeenth century, prove that men sort themselves into a few marked categories. Indeed this is the foundation of realism, which depends for its attractiveness on recognition. The 33 The Summing Up, p. 206. romantic method turns its attention to the exceptional; the realistic to the usual. 34 The first fruit of Maugham's artistic and psychological maturation, and of his educational and inspirational travels, was the 1919 novel The Moon and Sixpence, which is based loosely upon the life of Paul Gauguin, and which announced Maugham's theme of self-acceptance and individual thriving in opposition to social convention and moral stricture. But the novel is perhaps most significant in the arc of Maugham's aesthetic development for its introduction of a character that would become a world-famous staple of his short and long fiction, the semi-autobiographical narrator who serves as the ethically exemplary Everyman figure, and whose task it is to observe closely and honestly, refusing judgement and censure, while interacting with the reader directly, transparently, entertainingly, and with scrupulous consideration. Even when this narrator is not present as a humorously caricatured Everyman figure in the story, the hands-off narrative attitude and approach of Maugham's mature fiction remain much the same. Vidal remarked of Maugham's invention of this attractive and influential author-narrator figure: 'As the years passed, he put more and more effort -even geniusinto his one triumphant creation, W. Somerset Maugham, world-weary world-traveler, whose narrative first person became the best-known and least wearisome in the world.' Maugham's narrative attention to the reader as an engagingly attentive entertainer -a leisurely, confiding, compelling, and unwearying teller of tales -allowed him to spread his ethically earnest Spinozan message regarding the crucial importance of self-acceptance and tolerance of others, and of the destructive psychological and social consequences of failure to do so, while not appearing to be preaching or carrying a flag.
The argumentative power and effect of Maugham's mature narrative approach to fiction are made obvious in the first of the short stories he wrote based upon his South Seas travels, 'Rain', which remains his single most popular work of fiction. And yet it was the one story among the group of stories he was to collect in the 1921 volume The Trembling of a Leaf that he struggled to get published in a magazine. 35 When one reads the story in the context of the social conventions of the time, one can understand why, for it is a searing indictment of imperialism, the patriarchy, capitalism, and established religion. The story is all the more powerful for Maugham's narrative refusal to comment or commit with regard to the hatred and hypocrisy that 34 Ibid., p. 204. 35 Ibid., p. 207. the story exposes. Rather, the main figures critiqued in the story, a fanatical evangelical missionary and his equally fanatical wife, are the fated victims of their refusal to acknowledge and accept their own and others' human nature. The weight of judgement in the story is wholly invested in the inexorable progress of the circumstances by which these hate-filled and hypocritical (but eminently respectable and formidable) characters bring condemnation down upon themselves. In the story, a British doctor who is recovering from war injuries is travelling with his wife to the South Sea Islands, where he hopes to recover his health. On their voyage, the Macphails meet an American missionary couple, the Davidsons, who are returning from leave to the remote islands where they have established their mission. Because of an outbreak of measles in their ultimate destination, however, they are all for a time forced to remain in a rainy port-of-call and to share a boarding house with a fellow passenger from the ship, Miss Sadie Thompson, who turns out on investigation to be a prostitute driven from her profession in Honolulu and in search of a more lenient place to do business. The missionary's self-righteous determination to save Miss Thompson from her wicked ways by leading her to repentance, and his bullying of the American governor of the island into sending her back to America where she faces a jail sentence, is the basic plot of the story. But the story's argument is its anatomisation of the missionary couple's hypocrisy and of the related hypocrisy of the prejudiced and oppressive society in which they thrive.
The war-wounded Dr Macphail, whose name and wounded condition are telling, is the ethical compass of the story, and although he is sympathetic to Miss Thompson's plight and wishes that the zealous missionary would 'mind his own business', he proves a practical and ethical failure in his effort to thwart the missionary's plan to force Miss Thompson to return to American and pay the legal penalty for her sins. 36 For the zealous missionary has forced the reluctant governor's hand by threatening to report his moral laxity to officials in Washington if he allows Miss Thompson to travel on to Australia as she wishes. Mr Davidson is much practised at such bureaucratic bullying, for his do-gooding life in general has been devoted to making people do that which goes against their natural instinct and better nature. In a key scene, Davidson tells the doctor and his wife of his success in bringing a civilising Christianity to the barbaric South Sea Islands of his mission:
'When we went there they had no sense of sin at all', he said. 'They broke the commandments one after the other and never knew they were doing wrong. And I think that was the most difficult part of my work, to instill into the natives the sense of sin. … You see, they were so naturally depraved that they couldn't be brought to see their wickedness. We had to make sins out of what they thought were natural actions. … I made it a sin for a girl to show her bosom and a sin for a man not to wear trousers.' 'How?' asked Dr Macphail, not without surprise.
'I instituted fines.'
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The missionary's moral authority is backed up by his legal authority to impose fines and to expel erring islanders from church membership, which makes them ineligible to participate in the coconut oil trade that is the islanders' chief means of making a living, a situation which 'meant something very like starvation' for the expelled church member, as Davidson notes with satisfaction. In his self-blinding self-righteousness, the missionary is entirely unembarrassed at his economic and legal blackmail of the islanders into accepting customs and morals that are not their own. Davidson and his wife's chief concern with the islanders is to turn the expression of sexual desire in any form other than that of a prudish Western-style Christian marriage into a sin and to penalise them for it.
In this story, as throughout much of his mature fiction and drama, Maugham displays his own self-righteous indignation at the wrong-headedness of those who would turn our most basic natural instincts into crimes and sins. In A Writer's Notebook, he observed:
That which is universal in mankind cannot be evil: it is a fault with many ethical systems that, more or less arbitrarily, they fix upon certain tendencies of man and call them good; and upon others and call them evil. How much greater would human happiness have been if the gratification of the sexual instinct had never been looked upon as wicked. A true system of ethics must find out those qualities which are in all men and call them good.
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This is a sentiment entirely consistent with, and that very likely originated from, Spinoza's naturalistic ethics that Maugham so admired. In 'Rain', the missionary's own natural sexual instinct ultimately prevails over his bodyand life-hatred when he succumbs to the allurements of the prostitute he is seeking to convert (a scene which is only implied in the story, which was 37 Ibid., p. 20. 38 A Writer's Notebook, p. 71.
cleverly written to avoid censorship), whereupon he displays the zeal of his sex-hating moral commitment by cutting his own throat. The story's final words are left to Miss Thompson who, free from the missionary's grip, has taken up her profession again and is having a ruckus party in her room in the boarding house one floor below the dead missionary's own. When Dr Macphail attempts to break up her party in respect for the dead missionary, she retorts with the venomous response that concludes the story by revealing to the doctor (and to the reader) the reason for the missionary's hitherto unexplained suicide: 'She gathered herself together. No one could describe the scorn of her expression or the contemptuous hatred she put into her answer. "You men! You filthy, dirty pigs! You're all the same, all of you. Pigs! Pigs!" Dr Macphail gasped. He understood.' 39 Miss Thompson's ethical indignation is in response to the hypocritical patriarchal, sexist, legal and capitalist system by which the missionary had attempted to force his will on the prostitute. Also implicit in her contempt, however, is her own humility not only in nearly having been forced to return to certain incarceration in America, but also at having been made to repent of her sins and call evil that which she instinctively feels to be good in sexually desirous human nature.
The story's Spinozan argument regarding the primacy of naturalist ethics over social morality is made most explicit in a scene between Dr Macphail and Davidson in which the missionary refers to the progress he is making in his relentless campaign to force the island's colonial governor to send Miss Thompson back to America: The missionary's obvious moralistic implication is that evil is as objective a matter of fact as physical disease. Maugham's contrary contention, that evil is a matter of socially subjective judgement and that choosing to call evil that which is universal in human nature is not only irrational but results in unnecessary human misery, is a constant theme in his mature fiction. That this theme resonated with his audience was made clear by the tremendous success of an ethically earnest and didactic story like 'Rain'. Hastings reported that this single story earned its author more than $1 million in royalties. It has been rewritten as a play, turned into a musical, nearly made into a ballet by Roland Petit for the Paris Opéra, and filmed no fewer than three times, with Gloria Swanson (1928), Joan Crawford (1932), and Rita Hayworth (1953) in the part of Sadie Thompson; in 1946 there was an all-black film version entitled Dirty Gertie from Harlem; and shortly before her death, Marilyn Monroe was signed to play Sadie in an adaptation for television.
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Of course commercial success is no proof of aesthetic or ethical value. But if we consider Maugham's story from the point of view of his own contention that the value of art lies in its ethical ability to 'teach men humility, tolerance, wisdom and magnanimity', then the appeal of a didactic ethical parable like 'Rain' is a case in point.
When I speak of Maugham as a writer of ethical parables, I mean that his most successful creative work is innately ethical in its argument in favour of self-acceptance and social tolerance, and against repression and intolerance, and that if we read these stories and novels and plays with this argument in mind, we find that they are ethically instructive as exhortations to right actions, as parables are designed to be. It is worth reminding ourselves that a parable is a story whose ethical argument is wholly implicit in its plot and circumstance, which is to say that it is a story that requires ethical explication by the reader or hearer in order for its meaning to be made clear. The well-known New Testament parable of the Good Samaritan is a good example. Since it is quite brief, I will quote it whole:
A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed 41 Hastings, Secret Lives, p. 207.
by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him', he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.'
42
That it is the socially despised Samaritan and not the revered and holy figures of the priest and Levite who takes pity on the wounded man is the parable's ironic plot-line. But the story as parable is not invested in irony as its ultimate point and effect. Rather, the entire meaning of the story is inherent in the reader's ethical recognition that human goodness is an individual virtue that transcends (and often opposes and subverts) social hierarchies of esteem and contempt, and that goodness as a virtue is valueless unless it is translated into right action. If the story of the Good Samaritan were taken out of the biblical context of Jesus instructing his followers in the true nature of righteousness, we might say of it that its psychologically uninflected narrative manner and ironic plot-line are an indication of the cynical disinterestedness of its teller. The most common and repeated criticisms of Maugham as a fiction writer are that he is cynical and disinterested in his refusal to engage and commit himself emotionally with regard to the ethically loaded stories he is relating, and that he refuses to go beneath the stories' surface to examine the psychology of the characters he has created. When we consider Maugham's stories as ethical parables, however, their authorial disinterestedness and psychological uninflectedness may be seen as vital and necessary attributes of the parable form, in which the refusal of authorial engagement and absence of psychological explanation serve as an invitation to the reader to complete the story through ethical interpretation and commitment. For the parable seeks not to explain human nature and behaviour, but to inspire right action. The parable of the Good Samaritan was told by Jesus as a form of answer to a legal scholar who had asked him to define 'who is my neighbour' for the purposes of interpreting the commandment that one should love one's neighbour as oneself. After telling the parable, Jesus asked the legal expert:
'Which of these three do you think was a neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?'
The expert in the law replied, 'The one who had mercy on him.' Jesus told him, 'Go and do likewise.' To any ethically engaged reading of the story 'Rain', the author's implicit concluding parallel ethical instruction to the reader with regard to the missionary's fanatical intolerance is clear: 'Go and do not do likewise.' To the critically unsophisticated common reader who has not been trained that to look for a message in literature is to be simple-minded, the aesthetic appeal and ethical implications of a story like 'Rain' are inextricably linked, and the concluding recognition that the hate-filled missionary has fallen victim to his own intolerance of human nature is both aesthetically pleasing and ethically exhorting and reassuring.
Maugham's talent for creating stories that produce aesthetic pleasure suffused with ethical exhortation and reassurance is surely the key to his great popular success. But his stories' typological characters in necessary circumstances in which their free will is narrowly constrained are metaphysically reassuring as well. Spinoza contended in the Ethics that the secret to human happiness is first to recognise and accept our innate nature and necessary circumstances, and then to choose to operate in the small existential space in which our free will has room to manoeuvre in such a way as to fulfil our nature and to take advantage of our circumstances. In making his determinist argument, Spinoza was consciously opposing Descartes's dualist model of the self in which he argued that only the body is constrained, while the mind is free. Descartes contended that the free mind, of divine origin, has sovereignty over the mutable body, but Spinoza countered that such sovereignty is based upon the mistaken belief that the mind can exist separately from and in opposition to the body, which indeed is the basis for the Judaeo-Christian ethical system that opposes the body's desire with the mind's sovereign free will. Spinoza argued rather that mind and body are one substance, expressed in two modes, thought and sensation. A pleasure in the body is a satisfaction in the mind, while a physical pain is a mental frustration, and vice versa. When we consider Spinoza's monist critique of Descartes in terms of Maugham's Spinozan fiction, I would suggest that Maugham's refusal of the psychological depth model of characterisation is in effect a repudiation of the mind's sovereignty over the body and a denial of the mind's power of free will to alter necessary circumstances, the illusion of which leads as inevitably to human misery as surely as does the illusion that the mind may deny the body's desires with impunity. Recent philosophical and political theorists involved in the renewed interest in Spinoza of the past few decades have observed that the Cartesian placement of the mind in sovereignty over the body has been the metaphysical basis and defence in modern Western thought for all manner of modes of domination: of the government over the people, of man over woman, of 'developed' cultures over 'developing' cultures, of the human over the rest of nature, and so on. 43 Maugham's refusal to privilege the figure of the individual egoistic psyche in his fiction may be thought of in this regard as a progressive repudiation of the very system of domination that the reactionary element in Western thought and culture depends upon. And his fictive counter-model of typological characters in necessary circumstances may be thought of as an affirmation of reality in its complex and interconnected being, in which the human individual is a minute but integral figure, with a narrow but actual and vital space in which to manoeuvre, as Maugham implied in his title The Narrow Corner, borrowed from Marcus Aurelius's Meditations: 'Short, therefore, is man's life, and narrow is the corner of the earth wherein he dwells.' Inspired by Spinoza, Maugham sought in his fiction to make an active and affirmative virtue out of this knowledge and acceptance of our narrowly constrained collective individual fates, which accounts for the reassuring nature of fiction the subject matter of which, as Isherwood noted, 'is pessimistic enough'. 44 Although the weight of argument in Maugham's didactic fiction is directed at the exposure and repudiation of hatred and intolerance -a subject that is indeed pessimistic enough -there are numerous counter-examples in Maugham's fiction and drama of typological characters in necessary circumstances who act in an ethically exemplary manner. Kitty Fane in The Painted Veil is one such character who is influenced in her spiritual and ethical maturation by two religious systems, Chinese Taoism and Catholic Christianity, that she encounters in practical good-work expressions in the epidemic city of Mei-tan-fu. Another example is the spiritual seeker Larry Darrell in The Razor's Edge, a young man shocked out of his youthful complacency by his experience as a pilot in the First World War, who later becomes enthralled by Eastern mystical philosophy, the result being that he forgoes an advantageous marriage to a beautiful woman he loves, gives away his inherited wealth, and determines to devote his life to helping and enlightening others. Although Maugham lost his Christian faith at an early age and remained an atheist for the rest of his long life, he maintained a philosophical interest in and ethical respect for the religious instinct in human nature. In this matter also he may well have been influenced by his reading of Spinoza, who argued in his Theological-Political Treatise that the essence of all true religion may be summed up in the dictum, 'Love your neighbour'. 45 In the closing chapters of his professional and spiritual autobiography, The Summing Up, which was published when he was 64, Maugham considers whether there is any ultimate spiritual value in the secular modern world that we can look to for guidance and inspiration in living our lives. He entertains and then discards truth, beauty, and romantic love as ultimate spiritual values and concludes that 'loving-kindness' which 'is the better part of goodness … is the only value that seems in this world of appearances to have any claim to be an end in itself. Virtue is its own reward … I have gone a long way round to discover what everyone knew already.' And yet in our long age of changing and shifting values, it is a truth of which we are collectively uncertain and of which we need constant evidential reminders, as the ethically earnest Maugham well understood. My own favourite among Maugham's ethically exemplary parables is the 1923 story 'P. & O.' The story, whose title is borrowed from the name of the cruise line upon which British passengers frequently travelled to British colonies in the East, concerns a middle-aged woman, Mrs Hamlyn, who is returning to London in order to seek a divorce from her businessman husband of twenty years with whom she has been living in Japan, and who has fallen in love with a mutual acquaintance of theirs who is, to Mrs Hamlyn's acute embarrassment, a middle-aged woman who is married with children and eight years older than herself. Her husband, who is 52 and does not want a divorce but is unwilling to give up his mid-life romance, attempts to explain his feelings and position to his wife:
When you fall in love at twenty you think your love will last forever, but at fifty you know so much, about life and about love, and you know that it will last so short a time. … And at that age you feel that you can't afford to throw away the chance of happiness which a freakish destiny has given you. In five years it will certainly be over, and perhaps in six months. Life is rather drab and grey and happiness so rare. We shall be dead so long. 46 Despite herself, Mrs Hamlyn is pained to hear her husband, 'a matterof-fact and practical man', sounding so 'wistful and tragic'. But her pride is wounded and she feels that her social position has been made 'perfectly absurd' and so she insists upon a divorce, even though she understands that she has little chance of marrying again and that she will most likely lead a boring and necessarily economical life in London, the object of pity to her well-married friends and acquaintance. On board ship she meets a gregarious and successful Irishman, Mr Gallagher, who has managed his rubber-46 Stories, p. 740. plantation earnings so well that he is going back to Ireland to retire and marry while still in middle age. She admires Mr Gallagher for his optimistic nature and somewhat envies him his fortunate circumstances and rosy future. But once the ship is out of sight of land, Gallagher develops a case of hiccups that cannot be cured, despite all of the ship doctor's attempts. Soon the word goes round the ship that Mr Gallagher's Malay mistress of many years cursed him upon his departure for Ireland and promised that once out of sight of land he would not live to see land again. The curse proves prophetic and Mr Gallagher dies on Christmas Day, just before the ship comes within sight of a port where it is making an unscheduled stop to deliver him to a hospital. Mrs Hamlyn, who has been feeling lonely and abandoned during the voyage, is shaken out of her solipsism and self-pity by Gallagher's death:
Year in, year out, he had made his plans for the future, he wanted to live so much and he had so much to live for, and then just when he stretched out his hand -oh, it was pitiful; it made all the other distresses of the world of small account. Death with its mystery was the only thing that really mattered. Mrs Hamlyn leaned over the rail and looked at the starry sky. Why did people make themselves unhappy? … Was it worth while to be wretched, to harbor malice, to be vain and uncharitable? 47 As a result of Mrs Hamlyn's pondering of the meaning of life and mystery of death, she writes a warm and affectionate letter to her husband that leaves open the possibility for future reconciliation but does not insist upon it: 'I am most grateful for all the years of happiness and of tenderness that you gave me, and in return I wish to offer you an affection which makes no claim on you and is, I hope, utterly disinterested.' After posting the letter, Mrs Hamlyn feels that 'the future was no longer desolate, but bright with fair hope', and although she is a chronically bad sleeper, 'she slipped into bed and fell at once into a sound and dreamless sleep', which is the story's reassuring conclusion. Once again, Maugham tells us, experience has demonstrated that virtue is its own reward.
I believe that the critical dismissal of Maugham as a writer to be reckoned with has been based upon a misreading of his work as a failed attempt at psychological expressionism and emotional empiricism. Maugham had the misfortune of being an ethically earnest writer in an age in which the intelligentsia was profoundly distrustful of moral and ethical valuations in 47 Ibid., p. 753.
literature, and of taking as his subject matter typological characters in necessary circumstances at a time when the psychologically complex and emotionally nuanced figure of the individual as subject matter was of foremost aesthetic and political concern. But times change, and it may well be that Maugham's fiction can get a better hearing in this period in which his crucial philosophical influence, Spinoza, is being reconsidered in terms of his practical ethical philosophy, a reconsideration prompted by the influential work of Stuart Hampshire, Gilles Deleuze, and Antonio Negri, among others. In terms of the ethical parable form that Maugham adapted for modern usage, it is indeed the attitude of the hearer that is key to the ethical understanding of the work, as Jesus explained to the disciples when they asked him why he spoke in parables, the import of which so many of his hearers could not comprehend: 'Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. … That is why I speak to them in parables: Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.' 48 Traditionally the parable speaks to the elect in implicit ethical exhortation while entertaining the uncomprehending multitude with a diverting story. The irony in Maugham's case is that it was the multitude of common readers craving ethical reassurance in an age of topsy-turvy values who perceived the ethical import and practical value of his aesthetically pleasing fiction, while the literary elect faulted him for his inability to accomplish in fiction what he was not attempting, while failing to recognise and appreciate the nature and significance of his actual achievement. When it comes to critical comprehension, there is nothing more blinding and deafening than conventional wisdom. 48 Matt. 13: 11-13.
